tion. 4 Retesting of three of the five subjects negative for antibody but positive by the polymerase chain reaction confirmed the reproducibility of this technique.
Susceptible patients must be at some risk of infection when given transfusions of blood from subjects such as these who carry the virus. Thus the polymerase chain reaction clearly has an important role in screening blood products as well as being a powerful test in diagnostic virology. year among children aged 5-10 were significant after adjustment for differences in age and sex in a multiple logistic regression analysis.
Comment
Most studies of trends in the prevalence of asthma in children over time have measured the prevalence of disease reported by patients, parents, or doctors. We studied the prevalence of the symptoms and diagnosis of asthma and treatment for the disease on two occasions by identical methods in directly comparable populations. Within three years the prevalence of a reported diagnosis of asthma increased by nearly half. The prevalence of wheeze in the past year also increased significantly, but the magnitude of this increase was less than half that of the increase in reported asthma, and the change was not supported by comparable changes in the prevalence of wheeze ever or use of treatment.
The finding that the prevalence of reported asthma increased by so much more than the prevalence of other markers of the disease strongly suggests that much of the increase is attributable to a change in diagnostic labelling. Whether this reflects an increased willingness by parents to volunteer a diagnosis of asthma in their child or whether general practitioners now use asthma as a diagnostic label more commonly is not clear, though probably both of these factors have contributed. The increased use of asthma as a diagnostic label is unlikely to be due to an increase in the severity of symptoms as the distribution of frequency of wheeze in the two studies was similar.
The main practical importance of our finding is that it casts considerable doubt on the validity of estimates of the prevalence of asthma and of changes in the prevalence that are based solely on reports ofdiagnosed asthma. The fact that the prevalence of reported asthma increased without any significant change in the proportion taking treatment for the disease suggests that in this population of children at least the diagnostic label of asthma is not a major determinant of prescribing. Our findings indicate the need for objective measures in studies of the prevalence of asthma.
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